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Tanja Dreher, Lisa Waller and Kerry McCallum 
 
1. Introduction  
The song ‘Treaty’ was an international dance floor hit for the band Yothu Yindi in 1991. 
Sung in Gumatj and English, the song begins: 
Well I heard it on the radio  
And I saw it on the television 
Back in 1988, all those talking politicians 
Words are easy, words are cheap 
Much cheaper than our priceless land 
But promises can disappear 
Just like writing in the sand 
Treaty yeah treaty now treaty yeah treaty now (Yothu Yindi)  
‘Treaty’ is a salient reminder of the consistent, persistent and creative tradition of Indigenous 
contestation, the vital role of media and policymakers, and the continuing assertion of First 
Nations’ right to land and culture (Goodall 1991). 
This land was never given up 
This land was never bought and sold 
The planting of the Union Jack 
Never changed our law at all 
The song was intended to raise public awareness so that the federal government would be 
encouraged to hold to the promise of Prime Minister Bob Hawke that ‘there would be a 
Treaty between Indigenous Australians and the Australian government by 1990’ (Yunupingu 
in Yothu Yindi). The British did not enter in to treaties with First Nations in Australia, 
instead seizing lands under the legal fiction of ‘terra nullius’ or empty land. To date, no 
federal government has begun treaty negotiations with First Nations. ‘Treaty’ is therefore 
also a reminder of stubborn resistance and refusal in the face of persistent Indigenous 
contestation of the dispossession that underpins settler colonial Australia.  
If First Nations contestation has persisted since invasion, it has also taken many forms, from 
street marches and tent embassies to practices of resistance and resilience. For instance, the 
Yolngu people who began the band Yothu Yindi have also used media campaigns to retain 
their bilingual school curriculum despite government policy changes (Waller, 2014), and 
contributed to the Barunga Statement that ‘called on the Australian Government to recognise 
the rights of Indigenous land owners and to formalise a Treaty with them’ (Yothu Yindi). 
Contestation can be subtle or highly assertive, involving a wide range of practices and 
politics beyond conventional protests.  
This chapter explores the promise and the pitfalls of social media for the long tradition of 
Indigenous contestation in Australia. We focus attention on the extent to which Indigenous 
voices are, or are not, attended and responded to in mediatized policymaking processes. We 
begin with the premise that the value of Indigenous media for First Nations is beyond doubt, 
and ask to what extent has the process of Indigenous policymaking responded to creative and 
assertive First Nations’ contestations? We find that the attention and value afforded to 
Indigenous voice in policy debates is uneven and circumscribed.  
Our argument is illustrated with three exemplars. First, the 2016 campaign to secure funding 
commitments for Indigenous community media in the context of ‘digital disruption’. Second, 
Indigenous people’s rejection of the state-sponsored Recognise campaign for reform of the 
Australian Constitution to recognise Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people (ATSI). 
Dissenting Indigenous voices have been highly successful in disrupting this public awareness 
strategy and asserting an alternative agenda including Treaty. Finally, the #IASLottery 
campaign responded to the new Indigenous Advancement Strategy, with less success in 
impacting policy debates. These examples thus represent a range of policy domains and a 
diversity of strategies, from the community-driven Indigenous community media sector, to 
the highly symbolic public debate on the constitution, to the centralized and bureaucratic 
process of funding allocations.  
 
2. First Nations’ contestation in settler colonial Australia 
Since the British invasion in 1788, First Nations have contested occupation, dispossession 
and government policies in settler colonial Australia. Concerted, creative and persistent 
protest has been sustained in media, on the streets, in the courts and the policy domain over 
more than 200 years. Given the recent media and research interest in protests centred on the 
occupation of public space, it is significant to note the Aboriginal Tent Embassy in Canberra, 
Australia’s capital – possibly one of the longest continual protest occupations in the world 
(Foley, Schaap and Howell, 2013). Erected in 1972 on the lawns of the federal parliament, 
the Tent Embassy became a potent symbol of the Land Rights movement and a highly visible 
protest against the Australian government and continues in 2016. More recently, Indigenous 
protesters and allies have shut down a key intersection in central Melbourne. In 2015 the 
#sosblakaustralia movement occupied the roads in front of the central train station to protest 
the forced closure of remote Indigenous communities in Western Australia (Clarke, 2015), 
and in 2016 four Indigenous women locked in a makeshift cage on the intersection were at 
the centre of a protest in response to mainstream media coverage of the abuse of Indigenous 
children in detention (Choahan, 2016), reported in the international press as ‘Australia’s Abu 
Ghraib’ (Davidson, Karp and Hunt, 2016).  
Social media are seen by many activists and scholars to offer enhanced possibilities for First 
Nations’ contestations. From the Zapatista’s ‘netwar’ to the ‘hashtag activism’ of 
IdleNoMore, Indigenous peoples have pioneered innovative uses of digital media for global 
connectivity and contestation. As well as harnessing Twitter to foster cultural, emotional and 
social wellbeing (Sweet et al., 2013), First Nations’ social media is a vital ‘decolonisation 
tool’ (Burrows, 2012). A National Indigenous Television editorial for Reconciliation Week 
surveyed a range of Indigenous media producers, academics and politicians who welcomed 
the announcement that ‘Twitter wants more Indigenous voices’ (NITV, 2016). For example: 
Professor Megan Davis […] recognises Twitter's ability to spread the word on issues 
that are often overlooked by mainstream media and gives an immediate avenue for the 
dissemination of the voices and opinions of grassroots indigenous peoples that often 
run counter to stories run in newspapers (ibid). 
Analysing the rotating Twitter account, @IndigenousX, Sweet et al. (2013) argue its 
effectiveness includes providing the means to ‘both scale and tear down barriers to 
participation’ (2013: 108). Kelly Briggs (thekooriwoman) describes crowd-funded social 
media as an opportunity to practice self-determination. 
3. The ‘other side’ of contestation  
There is no doubt that Indigenous people have used all means available, including social 
media, to contest settler colonial relations and specific government policies in Australia. 
Audience research has documented the uses and value of Indigenous media for Indigenous 
communities: for cultural maintenance, for information, as an alternative to 
misrepresentations or absence in mainstream media, and as a cultural resource for negotiating 
identity and difference (Meadows, Forde, Ewart and Foxwell, 2007). In this chapter we turn 
attention to a different question – to what extent has the mediatized process of Indigenous 
policymaking responded to creative and assertive First Nations’ contestations? Our research 
approach is influenced by the growing body of scholarship and practice on ‘decolonising 
methodologies’ (Smith, 1999; Geia and Sweet, 2013; Foxwell et al., 2013), and our 
conceptual framework brings together work on the ‘mediatization’ of policymaking 
(McCallum and Waller, 2017; Hjarvard, 2013) and the politics of ‘listening’ (Dreher, 2009; 
Waller, Dreher and McCallum., 2015). 
Media scholarship and representations are often typical of the wider context in which 
‘contemporary research and practice too often continue as agents of colonisation by 
excluding Indigenous peoples, by framing them as a problem, and by disrespecting their 
cultures and knowledges’ (Geia and Sweet, 2013: 2). Decolonising methodologies involve 
acknowledging the ways in which research has historically served to naturalise or justify 
colonial oppression (Smith, 1999), and can (inadvertently) contribute to ongoing 
dispossession (Foley, 1999; Moreton-Robinson, 2011). Our own approach is informed by 
collaborative research that seeks to challenge the ‘deficit discourse’ in research and policy, 
highlighting First Nations’ agency, leadership, ingenuity and success in contrast to the 
dominant framing of intractable ‘problems’ (Fforde et al., 2013). Decolonising 
methodologies prioritise Indigenous voices, storytelling and diversity (Smith, 2005; Geia, 
2012). Further, decolonising methodologies privilege ‘counter-narratives’ in order to 
‘challenge the status quo in ways that will benefit Indigenous Australian people and 
communities’ (Geia and Sweet, 2013: 3). Non-Indigenous researchers are required to 
critically reflect upon their own privilege and power positions, and the impacts in their work 
(Foxwell et. al, 2013: 151).  
Influenced by the decolonizing approach, we seek to prioritise diverse and dissenting First 
Nations’ voices, and to analyse the ‘other side’ of Indigenous contestation. We turn scrutiny 
to the extent to which Indigenous voices are, or are not, attended and responded to in 
mediatized policymaking processes. The listening framework shifts focus away from 
practices of contestation and on to the practices of attention, receptivity and response of key 
political actors and institutions with a significant influence on policy formation and public 
debate (Waller et al., 2015). The aim is to expand the agenda for understanding social and 
political change, and to shift some of the responsibility for change on to privileged and 
powerful institutions (Dreher, 2009). If the value of Indigenous media for First Nations is 
beyond doubt, the attention and value afforded to Indigenous voice in policy debates is more 
difficult to determine. Recent research finds that decision makers in the field of Indigenous 
policy are very closely attuned to mainstream media (McCallum and Waller 2012; 2017), yet 
there is little evidence of comparable attention to Indigenous media. This chapter emerges 
from an ongoing research project that explores the mediatized practices of political leaders 
and Indigenous people in Australia (Dreher et.al.,2016; Waller et.al., 2015; McCallum et.al., 
2016). Mediatization refers to the body of theory and research that considers the broad 
impacts of media on society. McCallum and Waller (2017, in press) found that in major 
policy debates over Indigenous health and education the ear of senior political leaders and 
their bureaucrats was turned towards mainstream media, or attuned to a narrow range of 
Indigenous voices amplified through mainstream news institutions. New media including 
social media provide a vital mechanism to bring a wider range of voices and perspectives to 
narrow political debates on Indigenous policy. Our research thus aims to bring policymaking 
and elite responses to Indigenous voice and contestation in to analysis. 
4. Disruption or transformation? Responding to Indigenous contestation 
In order to analyse responses to Indigenous voice and contestation, we identify a range of 
potential impacts on policymaking. Responses to First Nations claims might include 
resistance or refusal, silence, accommodation or agreement. In particular, we distinguish 
between the potential for disruption and the potential for transformation of policymaking 
processes involving First Nations and the settler colonial state.  
 
Digital disruption as advocated by government and business interests: 
refers to changes enabled by digital technologies that occur at a pace and magnitude 
that disrupt established ways of value creation, social interactions, doing business and 
more generally our thinking. (Riemer and Johnston, 2013) 
Such champions of digital disruption proclaim the importance of disrupting entrenched 
business models and unleashing innovation, citing Uber or AirBnB as classic examples. 
Critics argue that digital disruption produces an unregulated, low-tax economy with an 
emphasis on individual entrepreneurship, few labour protections and a retreat from public 
spending and public services. For Morozov ‘digital technologies aggravate various neoliberal 
tendencies of contemporary society and entrench corporate interests over those of the public’ 
(2015).  
 
The opportunities and challenges of digital disruption are also evident in the field of social 
media and protest. Couldry (2012) argues that the social media environment includes some 
opportunities for disruption and contestation, but laments a lack of enduring ‘positive 
political action (policy promotion, advocacy and implementation)’. Moreover, as we shall see, 
state and corporate actors are well placed to mobilise the social media techniques and 
appearance of social movements (Curran, Fenton and Freedman, 2012). Where social 
movements have historically built a long-term fixed political project, Web 2.0 seems better 
suited to immediate but short-lived contestation and debate (Dencik and Leistert, 2015). 
 
In contrast to the business rhetoric of digital disruption, the Redfern Statement issued by 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peak representative bodies during the 2016 federal 
election put forward a framework for a fundamental shift, or transformation, in the political 
relationship between First Nations and the settler colonial state. The statement identifies key 
concerns:  
 
that the challenges confronting Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people continue 
to be isolated to the margins of the national debate; 
that federal government policies continue to be made for and to, rather than with, 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people. (National Congress, 2016) 
 
In response, the statement includes numerous calls for government to deliver on 
commitments ‘to work “with” Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people’. This would 
require a fundamental transformation in Indigenous policymaking, whereby Indigenous 
expertise and self-determination would lead policy development. Ongoing calls for treaty 
negotiations similarly imply a transformative or decolonizing shift, for Australian 
governments to enter in to negotiations with Indigenous people as First Nations.  
 
5. Exemplars: policymaking in the face of First Nations’ contestation  
With the issues discussed above in mind, we examine three contrasting examples of contested 
policymaking and ask: to what extent has the policy process been disrupted? And to what 
extent has the policy process been transformed? 
 
5.1 Indigenous community media 
Our first example is a brief overview of Indigenous ‘community media’ in the age of digital 
disruption. We introduce Indigenous community media as a key institution for First Nations’ 
contestation of dominant representations, and then analyse the precarious contemporary 
policy environment.  
Contesting colonizing media 
Indigenous media in Australia is a vibrant and diverse domain of community communication, 
language maintenance, information delivery and contestation. Since the earliest days of 
colonization, First Nations have used contemporary media technologies to contest 
government policies and dominant racist representations of Indigenous peoples. The first 
Aboriginal newspaper, the Flinders Island Chronicle appeared in 1836 (Burrows, 2016: 7) 
and included stringent critiques of the colonial administration and assertion of First Nations’ 
sovereignty. Throughout the long and ongoing campaign for Land Rights and Treaties, 
Indigenous-controlled media has provided a crucial outlet for protest – including broadcasts 
by Radio Redfern during the 1988 Bicentennial (Redfern Oral History; Bell, 1990) and more 
recent broadcasts on the National Indigenous Radio Service, which covered street protests 
and commentary that contest the Australian national holiday as ‘Invasion Day’.  
A long tradition of media research and policy identifies the need for Indigenous media to 
enable voice and self-representation in response to misrepresentation and marginalization in 
mainstream media (eg. Meadows, 1996, 2002; Rennie, 2008). Community radio is the major 
outlet for Indigenous voices with almost 40 stations in remote, rural and urban centres 
(Meadows, 2016). Eight regional radio networks coordinate between them around 150 
Remote Indigenous Broadcasting Services. In addition, there is one national, state-sponsored 
television station (NITV), a commercial satellite licencee (Imparja), a community satellite 
TV network (ICTV) and three terrestrial open narrowcasting services. With the advent of 
online and mobile media, Indigenous media now comprises overlapping ‘traditional’ and 
‘user-generated’ sectors (Burrows, 2016: 7). This has enabled a ‘resurgence in production of 
independent Indigenous media’ (ibid: 12).  
Policy uncertainty 
While First Nations community media provides a front line service and a vital tool for 
contestation, policy and funding for the sector is characterized by uncertainty and instability. 
This is partly the result of broader questions about community radio’s ongoing viability and 
validity under digital capitalism (Fox, forthcoming). A 2014 federal government National 
Commission of Audit argued: 
The Commonwealth government already provides over $1 billion pa to the operation 
of the public broadcasters. There is limited rationale for the Commonwealth to also 
subsidise community radio services. Continued government funding of this area does 
not meet the report’s principles of good governance. (CBAA, 2014) 
The same report included a claim that the internet made traditional arguments for public 
funding of media participation redundant:  
Media convergence, especially the availability and access of text, audio and video 
media via the internet, is increasingly eliminating the traditional arguments for public 
broadcasting. The need for government intervention or support has now largely been 
superseded by technology and commercial imperatives. 
While federal funding to public and community broadcasters has not been eliminated, the 
report has raised uncertainties in regards to policy support and resources for community radio 
and television (Fox, forthcoming). In this context, the discourse of ‘digital disruption’ is 
mobilised in support of arguments for state retreat from support of community media. If the 
internet and social media enable ‘everyone’ to have a voice, governments can argue that 
funding to community access media is no longer required.  
Since the 2014 NCOA report, the community broadcasting sector has campaigned for policy 
commitments to maintain funding, including the #committocommunityradio social media 
campaign. During the 2016 federal election, the ‘Keep Community In Your Radio’ was 
launched with the aim of restoring funds for digital community broadcasting cut in the earlier 
2016 budget. In addition to lobbying, the campaign mobilised online, using the hashtag 
#keepthecommunityinyour radio. During a national day of action, social media and radio 
broadcasts were used to urge supporters to sign and share an online petition that attracted 
more than 25 000 signatures. In response, the opposition Labor party and The Greens 
committed during the 2016 federal election to restore funding. The re-elected conservative 
coalition did not.  
For First Nations community broadcasting the funding uncertainty in the age of digital 
disruption compounds a long history of ‘policy vacuum’ and uncertainty (Meadows, 2016). 
Indigenous community broadcasters joined the #keepthecommunityinyourradio campaign, as 
well as making specific demands for remote community media in particular. The response 
from politicians and policymakers was described by Indigenous academic and commentator 
Professor Marcia Langton as a ‘loud silence’ (2016). During the election campaign, the peak 
body for remote Indigenous media and communications, IRCA, issued a public invitation for 
the major political parties to respond to eight key questions about funding and support. This 
call for support for the Indigenous media sector was circulated online and off, and resulted in 
no public response (Langton, 2016). Given that First Nations populations are on average 
young and have high rates of social and online media use, Langton argues that government 
commitments to the Indigenous media sector ‘should be immediate and intelligent’. Instead, 
on these and other key issues for Indigenous people, politicians during the 2016 federal 
election campaign were not listening (Langton, 2016).  
The ‘loud silence’ in response to demands for Indigenous media policy and funding during 
the election campaign came in the context of a narrowing of ‘traditional’ Indigenous media 
due to funding cuts, with the effect of ‘silenc[ing] Indigenous voices’ (Burrows, 2016: 6). 
Since 2014 the government has cut funding to the Vibe group, which produced First Nations’ 
magazine, radio and TV content. In the same year, the New South Wales Aboriginal Land 
Council ceased publication of Tracker magazine, while the Special Broadcasting Service 
cancelled what had been Australia’s only daily Indigenous-produced television news 
following funding cuts (ibid). As the ‘range of legacy forms of Indigenous media dwindle’ 
(ibid), communication has been ‘all but invisible’ in the key Indigenous policy framework, 
the Indigenous Advancement Strategy, discussed below (Meadows, 2016: 36). 
In sum, our brief overview of Indigenous community media in the context of digital 
disruption provides very limited evidence of attention and responsiveness to First Nations’ 
voice on key policy and funding questions. While the precarious support for First Nations 
self-determining media has been contested online and via ‘legacy’ means, the public response 
from media and political elites has been silence. In addition, the discourse of ‘digital 
disruption’ has the potential to crowd out long established claims for resources from the 
settler colonial state.  
 5.2 Constitutional reform and resistance 
In contrast, our second example provides evidence of significant disruption to the state-
funded campaign Recognise, as First Nations contested the bipartisan political agenda for 
recognition of Indigenous people in the Australian constitution. Moves to change the 
constitution began in 2012 with a series of government inquiries and committees advising on 
the wording and process of a referendum to include a general statement of recognition of 
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people and remove various sections that make explicit 
reference to race (Australian Government, 2016). Recognise is a $15 million awareness and 
advocacy program run by the publicly funded non-government organisation Reconciliation 
Australia (Graham, 2016). Throughout 2015 Recognise engaged in a comprehensive social 
marketing program with all the appearance of a grassroots social movement campaign 
(McCallum et al., 2016). 
A proposal to hold the referendum in May 2017 had cross-party support by 2015, although by 
the time of writing no question/s had been decided. Indeed, by August 2016 it was reported 
that the prime minister’s goal of a May 2017 referendum was highly unlikely, and that 
consultations on the referendum could no longer take place without including discussion of 
treaty processes as well (ABC S). As constitutional lawyer Megan Davis has observed, a 
concerted social media campaign was key to disrupting Recognise: 
Social media has enabled communities to express opinions on recognition and 
broader public policy. It captured the overwhelming rejection of the campaign for 
recognition, and the growing resistance to ‘being recognised’ by the settler state. 
(Davis, 2016) 
 
This resistance is part of a global movement and scholarly critique of the politics of 
recognition (eg. Coulthard, 2014; Simpson, 2015; Povinelli, 2002; McNay, 2008), which has 
presented a serious challenge for government and its attempts to develop a coherent and 
compelling referendum narrative. Indigenous peoples’ use of participatory media tools in 
amplifying their self-determining agenda had clearly succeeded in disrupting the referendum 
plan by the time of the federal election in mid-2016 when the Opposition Leader Bill Shorten 
broke with bipartisanship and raised the prospect of a treaty with Indigenous people on 
national television: 
Do I think that we need to move beyond just constitutional recognition to talking 
about what a post-constitutional recognition settlement with Indigenous people looks 
like? Yes I do (Shorten quoted in Crowe, 2016)  
The following sections explore three key moments of disruption in the lead-up to this major 
political breakthrough.  
Campaigning against the campaign 
Despite, or some would say because of, the slick Recognise media campaign, there is widely 
contested opinion among Indigenous people about constitutional reform. The oppositional 
discourse emerged through Indigenous media networks to contest the extent of constitutional 
reform, the questions to be asked and the timing of the referendum. Facebook pages such as 
‘AntiRecognise’, commentators such as blogger Celeste Liddle (2015) and Luke Pearson 
from IndigenousX (Pearson, 2015), along with academic commentators (Davis, 2016; 
Behrendt 2016) argued that there was widespread dissatisfaction with the way the Recognise 
campaign was being enacted, and that calls for more radical constitutional change, including 
consideration of a treaty, had been ignored. Evidence of the impact of media change can be 
seen through the collaboration between IndigenousX and new media entrant in the Australian 
media ecology, The Guardian (Australia), which published a wide range of opinion and 
diverse Indigenous sources. We have argued that these digitally mediated protest activities 
both disrupted and extended the parameters of debate around constitutional recognition and 
forced political elites to take note of dissent around the drive towards recognition and to take 
calls for a treaty seriously (Dreher et al., 2016; McCallum et al., 2016). 
Questions of leadership 
In July 2015 Prime Minister Abbott invited 40 carefully selected Indigenous representatives to his 
Sydney residence for a roundtable discussion of the referendum. This ‘leadership summit’ 
generated more news reports and commentary about constitutional recognition than any 
other related event in 2015 (McCallum et al., 2016). It was framed in mainstream news 
media as a constructive political process. The Australian Broadcasting Corporation 
reported that:  
 
Political and Indigenous leaders are united in their support of Aboriginal and Torres 
Strait Islander recognition in the constitution, saying it is an ‘historical injustice’ that 
needs to be addressed. (ABC, 2015) 
However, another prominent figure, Noel Pearson, who attended the meeting, was scathing of 
the political spectacle, referring to the event as ‘stage-managed’ (Medhora, 2015).  
In an article about the roundtable event for IndigenousX and published in The Guardian titled 
‘Indigenous community voices must be heard in the recognise debate’, @IndigenousX host 
Darren Parker captured the growing anger that Indigenous people were being excluded from 
decision-making processes. His widely shared views on the selection of the roundtable 
attendees indicated the level of mistrust in political institutions:  
  
It is hoped that attendees of the meeting forcefully reflect the wishes of communities 
in this regard and do not back away from it in exchange for the hollow poetry of 
symbolic recognition alone. (Parker, 2015) 
The event proved a catalyst for the growing opinion against the Recognise campaign. Along 
with protests at the site, much of the Indigenous opposition took place via social media. 
Whose public opinion?  
Another significant intervention came with the publication of an online survey of Indigenous 
opinion on constitutional recognition by IndigenousX. In response to a heavily publicized 
Recognise poll in May 2015 that found 87 per cent of Indigenous people supported 
constitutional recognition, IndigenousX conducted an online, non-random sample survey of 827 
Indigenous respondents. The results deviated significantly from four widely publicized 
surveys of community sentiment that had been commissioned by Recognise or conducted by 
mainstream media organizations. The IndigenousX survey found that just 25 per cent of 
respondents supported Recognise, and the overwhelming majority of respondents (67 per 
cent) would vote NO in a referendum if a question did not introduce specific measures against 
discrimination. Significantly, the poll showed Indigenous respondents felt most strongly about 
sovereignty and parliamentary representation – two issues that had been ignored in political 
and mainstream media representation (McQuire, 2015). Writing for The Guardian, blogger 
Celeste Liddle stated: 
87% of Indigenous people do not agree on recognition. You'd know if you listened. 
(2015) 
 
The IndigenousX poll captured the otherwise unheard Indigenous public sentiment at the 
heart of the constitutional recognition question. Using the established technology of polling 
for the measurement of public opinion helped to move the anti-Recognise arguments on to 
the mainstream agenda (McCallum et al., 2016).  It offered clear, quantifiable evidence that 
First Nations were resisting the constitutional recognition campaign unless they could be 
involved in setting the agenda. Social media presence meant that IndigenousX had an 
established network to conduct the survey, the technologies to execute it online and the 
means to disseminate its findings both through its own networks and traditional media 
channels. 
 
The state-sponsored Recognise campaign was able to mobilise a sophisticated social media 
strategy as well as established media advocacy techniques to enlist support (Dreher et al., 
2016), but did not work through in the ways the federal government and its other supporters 
expected. Instead, Indigenous voices active via social media networks were able to disrupt 
it, contesting the very terms of the policy debate and effectively asserting long standing 
claims for treaties and self-determination.  
 
5.3 #IASLottery 
Our third example centres on public discussion of recent changes to the administration and 
funding for Indigenous programs. In March 2015 the Australian government called an inquiry 
into its Indigenous Advancement Strategy (IAS), following widespread complaint about the 
process and outcomes of funding allocation for services to Indigenous communities. 
Criticism had coalesced around the Twitter hashtag #IASlottery, and some news media 
discussion of the scheme. We use this example to illustrate the potential for government 
silence or intransigence in response to social media protest campaigns when they contest 
complex and technical public policy issues.  
The IAS was developed as part of the Abbott government’s (2013-15) radical reform of 
Indigenous affairs administration. As part of a long-term shift away from the principles of 
self-determination (see Sullivan, 2011; 2016), the prime minister centralized most Indigenous 
programs into his own department and ‘streamlined’ the delivery of 150 programs into five 
themes (Australian Government, 2016). Following deep cuts to Indigenous programs in the 
2014 budget, the IAS entailed an open tender process whereby Indigenous organizations were 
required to bid for funds against a raft of non-Indigenous non-government, government and 
private bodies. The IAS was heralded as ‘a new approach to engaging with Aboriginal and 
Torres Strait Islander people to achieve real results’ (Australian Government, 2014).   
Digital Disruption of Bureaucratic Process 
Analysis of online news and social media discussion during 2014-16 reveals extensive unrest 
and critique of the program by Indigenous organizations and observers. A chaotic process 
and lack of transparency characterized the execution of the IAS strategy (Senate, 2016). 
There was relatively little public criticism during the funding application process, as 
Indigenous organizations were pitted against one another in their bids for funding. But a lack 
of transparency in the release of information about funding outcomes generated increasing 
discontent with the process and its consequences (Senior, 2016). The hashtag ‘#IASlottery’ 
was coined on 5 March 2015 as organizations became aware of funding outcomes. In the 
absence of reliable information Indigenous groups turned to Twitter to share information 
about which programs and bodies had, or had not, been funded. This mechanism for sharing 
of knowledge via social media emerged as an important form of protest against the IAS. 
Twitter and Facebook also provided important links to blogs and alternative media news 
stories critiquing the program. As the community learned that many non-Indigenous, non-
government, private or government entities had received funding at the expense of 
Indigenous organizations, critics raised concerns that the IAS was a smokescreen for ‘a more 
sinister legacy’ (Behrendt, 2015) of an ideological shift away from self-determination in 
Indigenous affairs. Twitter discussion revealed a deep lack of trust in government processes 
and institutions.  
Told today by a Minister Staffer that out of 700+ org funded only 200 were ATSI. So 
IAS was simply the PM mainstream by stealth #IASlottery (Matthew Cooke 11 
March, 2015) 
The elected representative body National Congress was vocal in its critique of the process. Its 
leaders highlighted both the haphazard nature of the process and the longer-term implications 
for Indigenous communities (Barrass, 18 March 2016). First Nations’ organizations were 
supported in their contestation by strong political criticism from minority political parties 
(Young, 2016).  
 Bureaucratic response and the limits of digital activism 
By 19 March 2015 the government was forced to announce a Senate inquiry into the ‘impact 
on service quality, efficiency and sustainability of recent Commonwealth Indigenous 
Advancement Strategy tendering processes’ (Australian Government, 2016). The inquiry 
findings were released on 17 March 2016 with little fanfare. The report was highly critical of 
government processes, finding the IAS process was not ‘underpinned by robust service 
planning and needs mapping’; was characterized by ‘inadequate communication and 
explanation of process’; and that there had been a ‘lack of consultation with Indigenous 
community organizations’ (Australian Government, 2016; Morgan, 2016). Analysis of the 86 
inquiry submissions, hearings and final report reveal a severe disconnect between the 
aspirations of Indigenous organizations and government policy agendas. Poor communication 
contributed to misunderstanding of the objectives and constraints of the program. The 
funding guidelines had encouraged blue-sky thinking and ground-up, Indigenous-led 
solutions, but few such initiatives were funded. The process undermined confidence in 
government to adequately fund Indigenous programs that deliver vital services to 
communities across Australia. As Yorta Yorta women Summer May Findlay said in response 
to the inquiry findings:  
The IAS has to be redeveloped almost from scratch and there needs to be a major shift 
in the way PM&C engage with Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people and 
organisations. (2016) 
We are yet to see the longer-term impact of the disruption brought about by Indigenous 
media in public discussion of the IAS process (Davidson, 2014). The #IASlottery example 
shows that social media activity can generate attention to contestation of government 
processes. Social media was central to the grassroots protest that emerged, and digital 
technologies provided a crucial platform for the airing of dissent that ultimately led to a 
damning government inquiry. But unlike the protests against Recognise, where social media 
contestation had maximum impact on policy debates (Dreher et al., 2016), the government’s 
funding regime has not become a significant political issue in response to #IASlottery. This 
suggests a social media campaign might be more easily ignored or contained if the policy 
issue is ongoing and complex. With no political opposition, mainstream news media failed to 
attend to the ongoing issue, instead focusing on symbolic debates over constitutional 
recognition. This supports our earlier findings (McCallum & Waller, 2013) that both 
governments and Indigenous people continue to rely on dominant media to amplify minority 
voices and to indicate political significance.  In the absence of mainstream media attention 
governments can undertake radical policy change with little effective public scrutiny 
(Meadows, 2016). This raises questions about the extent to which government is able to 
engage with First Nations, in part by listening to the proliferation of voices and views so 
readily available through social media.   
6. Concluding discussion - disruption or transformation?  
In the context of growing First Nations’ contestations via social media, we have sought to 
analyse the extent to which the mediatized process of Indigenous policymaking has 
responded to Indigenous protest, advocacy and dissent. The final stanza of ‘Treaty’ provides 
a potent refrain: 
Promises disappear - priceless land - destiny 
Well i heard it on the radio 
And i saw it on the television 
But promises can be broken 
Just like writing in the sand 
Treaty yeah treaty now treaty yeah treaty now 
Twenty-five years after its initial release, the song is a powerful reminder of consistent 
strategies of keeping governments and politicians accountable, even as promises to First 
Nations are made and broken. In this chapter we focused on recent policymaking and asked, 
to what extent has the mediatized process of Indigenous policymaking responded to creative 
and assertive First Nations’ contestations? In this concluding discussion we address the two 
key questions:  to what extent was the policy process disrupted? And to what extent was the 
policy process transformed?  
We found some evidence of disruption in each of the three examples, and most notably in the 
case of the Recognise campaign. Despite the considerable resources and bipartisan political 
support for the official campaign, critics succeeded in disrupting the campaign timeline and 
placing claims for a Treaty on the national agenda for the first time in decades (Davis, 2016). 
Twitter was a crucial forum for Indigenous contestation, and new media entrants played an 
important role in amplifying dissenting Indigenous voices, while ‘legacy’ media and 
politicians were slow to respond (McCallum et al., 2016). By mid 2016 Indigenous 
objections to the recognition push had clearly impacted upon mainstream political agendas. 
Evidence for this includes the state government of Victoria taking an historic step towards 
signing a treaty with First Nations people in the state after a February 2016 consultation with 
500 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander people to seek views on self-determination 
delivered a resounding rejection of constitutional recognition (Graham, 2016; Aboriginal 
Victoria, 2016). The Yolngu Nations Assembly from the Northern Territory, which 
represents tribal groups that make up the Yolngu peoples in north-east Arnhem Land, sent 
their representative Yingiya Mark Guyula on a national tour in March 2016 to promote the 
need for a treaty over the weaker push for constitutional recognition, challenging the 
government’s agenda through wide promotion of the treaty message in social and mainstream 
media (Wahlquist, 2016). The reassertion of treaty claims raises the possibility of a 
transformation in the relationship between First Nations and the settler colonial state, as 
treaty processes both require and produce a fundamental shift to negotiation between nations. 
Policymaking processes were further disrupted in the case of #IASLottery, which made 
transparent the hidden processes of decision-making and forced a damning Senate inquiry. In 
the case of Indigenous media, we find that the discourse of ‘digital disruption’ is one of the 
factors in the ongoing policy vacuum and funding uncertainty for Indigenous community 
media.  
 
In terms of transformed or decolonizing policy processes, the evidence is limited. While 
contestation of the Recognise campaign has shifted debate to the transformative potential of 
treaty negotiations, in the wide-ranging Indigenous Advancement Strategy and the precarious 
policy environment of Indigenous community media, we find government silence or 
resistance in response to First Nations’ claims. The campaign for a referendum on 
constitutional recognition is by its very nature highly symbolic and vitally dependent on 
public opinion for its success. The policy process is thus exposed to media contestation and 
open to disruption. Processes and institutions in most other areas of Indigenous policymaking, 
on the other hand, remain largely impervious and are not structured to be participatory.  
Overall, we have found new opportunities for disruption, and relatively little significant 
political transformation in the face of First Nations’ contestation of policy. While dissenting 
Indigenous voices have disrupted the state sponsored campaign Recognise, other areas of 
policy development remain resistant to engaging First Nations’ expertise, leadership and self-
determination. 
